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LIVING  BY  PROXY 

'...and  the  witnesses  laid  down  their  garments 
at  the  feet  of  a  young  man  named  Saul/' 

Acts  7? 58b 


Had  you  been  there  that  day  you  would  have  seen 
the  chemistry  of  indignation  turn  a  band  of  zealots 
into  a  blood-thirsty  mob.  You  would  have  heard  the 
charge  blasphemy I   blasphemy I  shouted  many  times.  You 
would  have  been  drawn  to  a  man  with  the  love  of  Jesus 
on  his  face  -  praying  for  his  accusers .  You  would 
have  felt  it  in  the  pit  of  your  stomach  as  stones  and 
rocks  fell  with  lethal  force  on  the  quivering  flesh  of 
a  man  whose  only  crime  was  faith  in  Jesus  Christ •  In 
short,  you  would  have  been  present  at  the  making  of 
the  first  Christian  martyr. 

One  figure  there  that  day  you  would  scarcely  have 
noticed  at  alio  His  station  was  at  the  outer  margin 
of  the  surging  crowd.  He  did  not  raise  his  voice .  He 
did  not  cast  a  stone.   His  role?  Let  the  Scriptures 
tell  its   "and  the  witnesses  laid  down  their  garments 
at  the  feet  of  a  young  man  named  Saul."  (Acts  7* 58b) 

Look  at  this  man  more  closely .  On  that  dark  day 
chances  are  we  would  have  judged  him  an  innocent  stand - 
erby*   Had  we  been  dividing  the  field  between  the  "good 
guys"  and  the  "bad  guys"  we  would  have  numbered  him 
with  the  goods  He  shouted  no  charge.  He  leveled  no 
blow. 

Yet,  in  fact,  this  man  was  very  much  involved  in 
what  was  going  on.  He  appeared  to  be  clean,  neat  and 
detached.  Nonetheless,  he  helped  make  the  tragedy  pos- 
sible. He  held  the  clothes  and  withheld  his  influence 
as  a  young  Pharisee  of  rising  reputation.  By  refusing 
to  step  in  he  aided  and  abetted  what  went  on.  Thus  the 
youthful  Saul  serves  as  the  classic  prototype  of  all 
who  stay  behind  the  scenes  of  violence  but  who  help  to 
make  it  happen,  those  who  effect  their  evil,  as  it  were, 

by  proxy. 

*  *   *  *-  ■* 


Much  of  our  life  is  lived  by  proxy .   One  comes 
upon  this  term  most  frequently  in  connection  with  an- 
nual meetings  of  corporations .   "If  you  can't  be  pre- 
sent to  vote  your  stock,  be  sure  to  send  your  proxy 
in,"  The  dictionary  defines  proxy  as  "the  agency  or 
function  of  a  deputyc"  In  a  complex  society  like  ours 
it  is  inevitable  that  we  live  by  proxy •   It  is  by  the 
principle  of  proxy  that  a  man  can  look  clean  and  be 
dirty  at  the  same  time,  look  innocent  and  at  the  same 
time  be  guilty. 

It  is  the  genius  of  the  prophet  that  he  is  able 
to  trace  oppression  to  its  source •  This  was  the  case 
with  Amoso  Injustices  were  rank  in  the  land  of  Israel . 
Amos  discerned  that  behind  much  of  the  evil  stood  the 
cupidity  of  women  who  pressed  their  husbands  for  more 
and  more  pleasures  and  posse ssions.   (This  analysis 
would  not  be  all  together  out-dated  even  in  our  socie- 
ty.,)  So  Amos  addressed  himself  to  those  wives  whose 
pressures  caused  their  husbands  to  deal  unfairly  with 
the  little  people «   "Hear  this  word,  you  cows  of 
Bashan,  who  are  in  the  mountain  of  Samaria,  who  oppress 
the  poor,  who  crush  the  needy ^  who  say  to  their  hus- 
bands, bring,  that  we  may  drink'"  (Amos  ktl) 

We  Americans  indicated  how  little  we  understand 
this  principle  of  proxy  by  our  self-righteous  reaction 
to  the  Kerner  Report  about  a  year  ago0  This  report 
charged  the  majority  of  us  with  being  guilty  of  white 
racism o  The  indictment  was  too  much  to  bear0   "Who, 
me?"  To  get  out  from  under  we  suggested  that  the  re- 
port had  been  put  together  by  radicals 0  But  we  found, 
to  the  contrary,  that  it  had  been  done  by  moderate s0 
Again,  trying  to  defend  ourselves,  we  suggested  that 
the  report  was  crowded  with  exaggerations .  We  found 
on  closer  reading  that  the  reasoning  was  very  careful- 
ly documented*  White  racism*   "Who,  me?"  I  never 
struck  a  member  of  a  minority  group •   I  never  denied 
him  a  home.  I  never  kept  him  from  a  job.  I  never  pre- 
vented his  education.  Literally,  we  never  did.  We 
simply  held  the  clothes  while  others  got  the  job  done 
for  us. 
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This  is  what  the  unrest  is  all  about  these  days* 
One  of  the  oldest,  best  known  and  largest  universities 
in  the  East  is  a  major  share -holder  in  a  large  Power 
and  Light  company  in  the  deep  South,  This  university 
is  forever  sponsoring  symposiums  on  human  relations, 
but  it  has  yet  to  exercise  its  power  as  a  share -holder 
on  behalf  of  the  share-croppers  in  the  State  that  com- 
pany  serves*  The  university  comes  under  judgment  for 
holding  the  clothes  while  others  throw  the  stone s. 

We  are  all  responding  in  one  way  or  another  to 
the  student  unrest  on  our  college  and  university  cam- 
puses»  Many  of  the  things  our  young  people  are  es- 
pousing in  these  uprisings  are  adolescent,  petulant, 
short-sighted  and  misdirected.  But  these  students 
have  hold  of  something  vital,  in  my  judgment,  when 
they  insist  that  any  research  that  has  a  direct  or 
even  an  indirect  connection  with  war  be  separated 
from  the  campuses  of  this  country.  We  are  always 
trying  to  disguise  war  to  make  it  reputable.  Even 
those  of  us  who  are  not  pacifists  must  acknowledge 
that  war  at  best  is  the  lesser  of  two  evils,  but  still 


I  am  told  that  the  United  States  Navy  has  con- 
sistently referred  to  the  Pueblo  as  an  oceanographic 

vessel.  Some  of  our  young  people  are  able  to  pene- 
trate this  hypocrisy.  Seeing  the  all  too  cozy  rela- 
tionship between  'university  sponsored  research  and 
ultimate  death,  they  are  rightly  indignant.  They  are 
able  to  follow  the  line  that  runs  from  research  to  de- 
velopment, to  production  and  to  death.  If  1  hear  them 
correctly,  what  they  are  saying  to  their  several  uni- 
versities is,  "Stop  holding  the  coat  I" 

What  shall  we  say  of  some  ©f  the  churches  that 
have  scrambled  out  of  the  city  into  the  suburbs.  It 
is  interesting  that  when  a  major  body  wants  to  make 
this  kind  of  move  it  generally  does  so  "decently  and 
in  order/'  The  exodus  is  well  planned  as  a  rule.  Real 
estate  advice  is  sought  so  that  top  dollar  can  be  se- 
cured for  the  old  property.   (The  conscience  becomes 
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even  more  assuaged  if  the  abandoned  property  is  sold 
to  one  of  the  young  sect  churches  of  the  city,)  Plans 
for  the  new  building  in  suburbia  are  carefully  drawn. 
Efforts  are  made  to  see  that  a  fair  price  is  paid  for 
the  new  facility 0  When  need  comes  to  our  doorstep  one 
way  of  responding  is  to  move  the  doorstep  back  I 

The  suburbs  wail  and  wring  their  hands  about  the 
city,  but  much  of  this  is  hypocrisy 0  White  churches 
that  abandoned  the  cities  left  a  witness  vacuum,  a 
service  vacuum,  a  leadership  vacuum  and  a  financial 
vacuum  that  de-humanizing  forces  rushed  to  fillo  The 
churches  in  suburbia  have  not  thrown  the  stone So   But 
they  have  in  a  sense,  been  holding  the  coats  for  others, 
Perhaps  partial  redemption  could  be  achieved  if  some  of 
those  churches  would  begin  to  think  seriously  about 
yoking  themselves  with  a  particular  parish  in  the  in- 
ner city  so  that  there  could  be  shared  leadership, 
shared  concerns,  shared  funds,  and  shared  hopes o    "and 
the  witnesses  laid  down  their  garments  at  the  feet  of 
a  young  man  named  Saulo"   (Acts  7158b) 

#  *  #  *  # 

I  am  suggesting  that  each  of  us  has  a  complicity 
in  the  evil  that  engulfs  our  society  today .  We  should 
not  feign  surprise  at  the  agitation  and  unrest  that 
mark  our  day0  Repression  without  relief  will  always 
produce  revolt  0   Think,  for  example,  of  the  Harlem 
community o   Some  years  ago  a  group  of  us  in  a  Pennsyl- 
vania city  chartered  a  bus  to  come  into  the  city  for 
a  baseball  game  at  Yankee  Stadium 0  As  the  bus  began 
to  wind  its  way  through  Harlem  several  of  the  men  on 
board  who  knew  my  feelings  on  civil  rights  said,  "Have 
you  ever  seen  so  many  Buicks  and  Oldsmobiles  in  all 
your  life.  How  about  that  Reverend?  And  you  keep  tel- 
ling us  that  these  people  are  in  a  bad  way*"  All  of 
us  need  some  conspicuous  consumption  of  our  wealth • 
For  the  most  part,  the  only  form  of  conspicuous  con- 
sumption of  wealth  allowable  to  the  black  man  in  Har- 
lem was  his  car.  He  could  not  display  financial  power 
by  purchasing  a  property  or  buying  a  house.   It  is  sad 
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enough  to  want  a  house  and  not  have  the  money  to  buy 
ii:j>  ^ut  £t  M  sad  beyond  telling  to  want  a  house  ^  to 
have  the  money  and  still  not  be  able  to  buy I 

The  Kerner  Report^  you  will  recall^  alluded  to 
other  ethnic  groups  and  told  how  they  were  able  in  due 
time  to  permeate  American  society  a  But  with  the  black 
man  it  was  different  0   "Nowhere  has  the  expansion  of 
America's  urban  Negro  population  followed  this  pattern 
of  dispersal*  Thousands  of  Negro  families  have  attain- 
ed incomes^  living  standards  and  cultural  levels  match- 
ing or  surpassing  those  of  whites  who  have  "up-graded" 
themselves  from  distinctly  ethnic  neighborhoods 0     Yet 
most  Negro  families  have  remained  within  predominantly 
Negro  neighborhoods^  primarily  because  they  have  been 
effectively  excluded  from  white  residential  areas «"  1 

The  day  is  not  so  distant  when  the  black  man  in 
Harlem  could  not  move  into  Suffolk  County  to  the  east^ 
Westchester  County  to  the  norths  or  Bergen  County  to 
the  westo  The  inpenetrable  band  of  white  suburbia 
locked  him  inc  Who  are  the  people  of  white  suburbia? 
Why  they  are  nice  people  like  ourselves ,  They  remem- 
ber Mother's  Day  and  Father ?s  Day*  They  are  active 
in  the  Garden  Club  and  the  PTA0  Weather  permitting 
they  have  their  cookouts  in  the  backyard  *  They  never 
intended  to  work  this  harm  but  they  worked  it*  They 
elevated  exclusivism  to  a  science  *  So  efficient  was 
the  system  that  it  usually  functioned  without  incident  0 
Every  once  in  a  while  when  a  would  be  black  buying 
family  slipped  through  that  first  defense  there  would 
be  a  confrontation o  In  such  a  crisis  the  real  estate 
man  would  "throw  the  stones"  on  behalf  of  the  commun- 
ity. The  rest  simply  held  the  clothe s« 

Let  us  not  deceive  ourselves.  Racist  mayors^  ra- 
cist governors ^  racist  congressmen^  hold  the  power  that 
they  do  only  because  they  have  the  proxies  of  enough 
of  us  who  want  them  there  I 

*  #  #  4fr  * 


A  sense  of  guilt  becomes  us.  A  sense  of  guilt  be- 
longs to  our  stance  toward  what  is  going  on  around  us. 
We  are  guilty  of  the  sin  of  "going  along."  Our  silence 
has  given  eloquent  support  to  the  inequities  that  lie 
beneath  our  national  unrest.  Even  Saul  was  not  an  in- 
nocent by-stander,  for  the  record  is  careful  to  point 
out  that  "Saul  fully  agreed  with  his  death."  Chances 
are  that  following  Saul's  conversion  Luke  asked  him 
about  the  matter.   "Were  you  just  an  onlooker?"  And 
Saul  was  honest  enough  to  say,  "No  I  liked  what  was 
going  on. " 

We  are  told  in  the  gospels  that  Jesus  wept  twice: 
Once  at  the  point  of  personal  loss,  the  death  of  Laza- 
rus, and  once  at  the  tragedy  of  His  city  Jerusalem.  We 
have  learned  to  weep  copiously  for  personal  loss,  when 
will  we  learn  to  weep  for  the  cities  that  God  has  giv- 
en us?   G.K.  Chesterton  said,  "You  can  look  at  a  thing 
nine  hundred  and  ninety-nine  times  and  be  perfectly 
safe.  But  if  you  look  at  it  the  one  thousandth  time 
you  are  in  danger  of  seeing  it."  Pray  God  that  we  may 
have  that  one  thousandth  look  I 

We  need  something  more  than  tears,  although  this 
would  be  a  good  beginning.  We  must  give  high  priority 
to  participation  in  programs  that  have  been  established 
to  stem  the  decay.  Recently  a  band  of  women  in  Wayne 
County,  Michigan  determined  that  they  would  sit  in  on 
every  case  that  was  tried  in  Wayne  County.  They  wanted 
to  see  that  cases  that  should  be  brought  to  trial  were 
brought.  They  wanted  to  witness  the  meting  out  of  the 
sentences.  They  wanted  to  determine  whether  the  laws 
on  the  books  were  adequate  to  the  needs  of  the  day. 
Likewise  a  band  of  women  organized  in  Indianapolis, 
Indiana  and  changed  the  complexion  of  that  city.  When 
women  begin  to  fuse  their  aggressions  in  a  public 
cause  like  this  even  the  mafia  begins  to  tremble. 

The  proxy  principle  which  so  often  works  in  a 
negative  way  can  also  work  for  good.  We  can  be  sup- 
portive of  those  who  are  doing  what  ought  to  be  done 
even  when  we  cannot  do  it  directly.  We  can  give  them 
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the  backing  of  our  prayers^  the  hacking  of  our  concern^ 
the  backing  of  our  funds  „  I  am  thinking  about  the  edu- 
cator^ the  statesman^  the  social  worker 9   the  preacher ^ 
because  it  gets  lonely  out  where  they  are0 

We  ought  to  have  a  sense  of  crisis  but  as  Chris- 
tians we  ought  to  have  a  sense  of  hope^  too0  I  believe 
that  under  the  prodding  of  God8s  holy  spirit  this  na- 
tion can  turn^  can  become  aroused^  and  can  move  toward 
righteousness o  But  we  ought  to  remember  as  we  think 
about  this  option  that  time  is  running  outo  The  day 
is  already  far  spent  * 

God  has  other  sources  for  renewal  if  the  church 
will  not  do.  How  often  one  thinks  of  those  words  of 
Mordecai  to  Esther  in  the  palace  of  the  Medo-Persian 
King*   "For  if  you  keep  silence  at  such  a  time  as  this^ 
relief  and  deliverance  will  rise  for  the  Jews  from  an- 
other quarter ^  but  you  and  your  father  ss  house  will 
perisho  And  who  knows  whether  you  have  not  come  to 
the  kingdom  for  such  a  time  as  this?"  (Esther  ktlk) 

I  wonder  what  it  must  be  like  for  a  major  league 
pitcher  to  discover  long  about  the  seventh  or  eighth 
inning  that  his  arm  is  weakening „  The  fast  ball  is 
not  cracking  the  way  it  should .  The  curve  is  beginning 
to  hang*  As  he  trudges  out  to  the  mound  he  hears  the 
sound  of  baseballs  exploding  in  catchers  mitts  in  the 
bull  penc  The  manager  knows  the  situation  and  is  ready ■ 
ing  fresh  arms  just  in  case* 

By  analogy  we  might  consider  ourselves  as  pitch- 
ers  for  the  Christian  cause 8   If  so^  let  us  have  ears 
to  listen  for  the  bull  pen  noise .  Out  yonder  behind 
that  little  fence  two  pitchers  are  tuning  up^  an  old 
righty  and  a  new  lefty.  And  if  either  the  old  right 
or  the  new  left  comes  in#  heaven  help  us  all!   "and 
the  witnesses  laid  down  their  garments  at  the  feet  of 
a  young  man  named  Saul*"  Those  who  hold  the  coat  and 
those  who  throw  the  stones  are  tarred  with  the  same 
brush  and  partner  to  the  same  sin. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


0  Thou  who  are  our  maker  and  our 
God,  help  us  to  ask  "Lord  is  it  I" 
as  we  stand  before  the  evil  that 
besets  us? 

Give  us  clean  hands,  0  Lord,  and  the 
willingness  to  work  for  that  which 
is  just  and  holy  in  Thy  sight • 

For  we  pray  in  the  saving  name  of  our 
redeemer  -  Jesus  Christ. 

Amen. 


FOOTNOTES: 

1.  Report  of  the  National  Advisory  Commission  on 
Civil  Disorders,  p.  2kk,      Bantam  Book,  1968 
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